Summary. The technique of post-coital transection of the oviducts from the uterus at various intervals after mating has been used to establish how soon a population of spermatozoa competent to fertilise the egg(s) first appears in the oviduct of the ewe. Fertilised eggs were not found as a sequel to transection at 4 or 6 hrs after mating, whereas the incidence of fertilisation irt a small series of ewes was 30 p. 100 following transection at 8 hrs and 100 p. 100 at 10 hrs. The mean number of spermatozoa associated with the zona pellucida at these later times increased from 2 to 13.4. The results are interpreted as indicating only a gradual progression of viable spermatozoa from the cervix to the oviduct, although the possible contribution of a rapid phase of sperm transport to the events of fertilisation is discussed. Finally, the isthmus rather than the cervix is reasoned to act as the functional sperm reservoir at the time of ovulation, with some form of peri-ovulatory programming of sperm release from this region of the tract. ' Introduction.
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Ovulation generally occurs some 24-30 hrs after the onset of oestrus in sheep. Since mating could therefore take place many hours before release of the egg from the Graafian follicle, it is reasonable to expect one or more sites of sperm storage in the female reproductive tract. The cervix is usually stated to be the site of formation of the primary sperm reservoir in the ewe (Quinlan, Mare and Roux, 1933) , with some emphasis being placed on the condition of its mucous secretion in successfully fulfilling this rôle (Mattner, 1963 (Mattner, , 1966 Raynaud, 1973 ; Robinson, 1973) . In support of this contention, diminished fertility after treating sheep with progestagens for synchronisation of oestrus is attributed in part to an altered condition of the cervical mucus and thus the failure to establish or maintain adequate reserves of spermatozoa (see Robinson, 1967 Robinson, , 1973 Quinlivan and Robinson, 1969 ; Hawk and Conley, 1972 ; Allison, 1975 (Schott and Phillips, 1941 ; Starke, 1949 ; Mattner, 1963 ; Mattner and Braden, 1963) (see Schott and Phillips, 1941 ; Starke, 1949 ; Mattner, 1963 ; Mattner and Braden, 1963) (Overstreet and Cooper, 1978) . In a recent review of the subject (Hunter, 1980 (1969) and Robinson (1973) .
Our own studies are less concerned with sperm transport from the site of ejaculation and more interested in the function of the oviducts themselves in the peri-ovulatory interval in farm animals. In particular, we are studying the possibility that ovarian secretions may regulate the activation and release of a population of spermatozoa that has arrived in the isthmus earlier in the period of oestrus ; there is good evidence for such control in the rabbit oviduct (Harper, 1973 ; Cooper, 1975, 1978 
